Employment and Training Administration
Occasional Paper 2007-03

Adult Learners in
Higher Education

Barriers to Success and Strategies
to Improve Results

MARCH 2007



All materials that are copyrighted and protected by
The Copyright laws are marked with a copyright
Notice. Permission is granted to quote that material
for noncommercial instructional, personal or scholarly
use. Any material quoted must include a complete
reference citation including the author and this
publication. Prior written permission from the
author(s) is required for any other use of the material
submitted by author(s). However, those portions of
this publication authored by employees of the U.S.
Department of Labor or any other federal agency, are
in the public domain, and may be quoted or
reproduced without permission, with reference

citations.

This series presents research findings and analyses
from papers prepared by research contractors, staff
members and individual researchers. Manuscripts and
comments from interested individuals are welcome.

All correspondence should be sent to:

ETA Occasional Papers

Office of Policy Development and Research
Frances Perkins Building, Room N-5641
200 Constitution Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20210

JoBs FOR THE FUTURE

CRraTinG Strarrores
JOBS FOR THE FUTURE seeks to accelerate the
educational and economic advancement of youth and
adults struggling in today’s economy. JFF partners with
leaders in education, business, government, and
communities around the nation to: strengthen
opportunities for youth to succeed in postsecondary
learning and high-skill careers; increase opportunities for
low-income individuals to move into family-supporting
careers; and meet the growing economic demand for

knowledgeable and skilled workers.

—
—
A

EDUVENTURES

For more than a decade, EDUVENTURES has been the
most trusted and influential name in education market
research, consulting services, and peer networking. Our
clients include senior administrators and executives from
leading educational institutions and companies serving
the K-12, higher education, and corporate learning mar-
kets, as well as decision-makers in government agencies
and the investment community.

\\\\‘.l lh'/,,’,

-~ =
futureworks

STRATEGIES FOR REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

%, &
W

FUTUREWORKS is a consulting and policy development
firm that helps its clients design and build the strategies
and institutions that promote sustainable, skill-based,
regional economic growth. Core competencies are rooted
in deep knowledge and wide experience in linking sound
theory to effective practice in economic and workforce
development, postsecondary education, and civic
improvement.



Adult Learners in Higher Education
Barriers to Success and Strategies to Improve Results

U.S. Department of Labor
Elaine L. Chao

Employment and Training Administration
Emily Stover DeRocco, Assistant Secretary

Office of Policy Development and Research
Maria K. Flynn, Administrator

March 2007

This report was prepared for the U.S.
Department of Labor, Employment and
Training Administration, Office of Policy
Development and Research by Jobs for
the Future. Since contractors conducting
research and evaluation projects under
government sponsorship are encouraged
to express their own judgment freely, this
report does not necessarily represent
official opinion or policy of the U.S.
Department of Labor.



This report was prepared under Contract No. DOL
AF125370000230 from the U.S. Department of Labor. JoBs FOR THE FUTURE

CREATING STRATEGIES
for Educational and Economic Opportunity

The views expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the
policies or opinions of the U.S. Department of Labor.

—
—
—

EDUVENTURES

\\\\\ 1] H/,,”

-~ =
futureworks

STRATEGIES FOR REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

= .
Z 3
oM\

Adult Learners in
Higher Education:

Barriers to Success and Strategies
to Improve Results

March 2007

Jobs for the Future
Richard Kazis

Eduventures
Abigail Callahan
Chris Davidson
Annie McLeod

FutureWorks
Brian Bosworth
Vickie Choitz
John Hoops



Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and
Training Administration for its support of this research project. In particular, we would
like to thank the following individuals for their support, expertise, and enthusiasm for this
project, for funding this research, and for their continued advice and expertise: Maria
Flynn; Mary Ann Donovan; Wayne Gordon; and Roxie Nicholson. Many thanks to sever-
al colleagues at Jobs for the Future for their insights and advice: Marlene B. Seltzer; Heath
Prince; and Jerry Rubin. Our appreciation also goes to Marc S. Miller for his careful and
timely editing. Orson Watson, a consultant to JFF, conducted valuable research and con-

tributed greatly to the research and early drafting of sections of this report

Adult Learners in Higher Education






Adult Learners in Higher Education

Barriers to Success and Strategies to Improve Results

Table of Contents

Section I. Adult Learners in Higher Education:
Trends in Demographics, Institutional Growth, and Gaps in Service ............. ...l 2

Section 2. Accessibility:
Greater Flexibility and More Accelerated Learning Options Are Needed for Adult Learners................................. 14

Section 3. Affordability:
New Strategies of Student Aid and Institutional Financing Are Necessary to
Support the Needs of Adult Learners.......... ... . . 26

Section 4. Accountability:
Efforts to Monitor Quality and Drive Improved Outcomes Must
Incorporate Measures of Adult Learner Success........... ... ... . i 40

Section 5. Recommendations:
A Plan for Addressing Adult Learners’ Needs in Higher Education ...........................ccciiiiiii i 50

R OIOIICES . o 55




List of Figures

Figure 1. Median Earning by Level of Education, 2003 ......... ... ... .. .. ... i i 4
Figure 2. U.S. Population by Race/Ethnicity, 1980 to 2020 Projected. .. ..., 5
Figure 3. Educational Attainment of Adults over 25 Yearsof Age .. .......... ... i i 6
Figure 4. Percent of Population Over 25 Participating in Work-related Education ................ ... ... ... 7
Figure 5. Distribution of Students by Traditional/Non-traditional Status, 1999-2000. . ....................... 8
Figure 6. Percent of Undergraduates with Non-traditional Characteristics, 1999-2000........................ 8
Figure 7. Postsecondary Undergraduate Enrollment by Type of Institution, 2002. . ......................... 10
Figure 8. Compound Annual Growth Rate for Postsecondary Institution Segments, 1992-2002 ............... 12
Figure 9. Total IT Certifications Awarded to Date, Selected Certificate Types. . ........... ... ... ... ... 43
List of Tables
Table 1. Compound Annual Growth Rate of Higher Education Enrollments by Age, 2000-2010. .. ............. 7
Table 2. Percentage Distribution of Undergraduates According to Type of Institution Attended, 1999-2000 . . .. .. 10
Table 3. Annual and Total Limits to Student Borrowing under Stafford Loan Program. . ................ .. ... 28
Table 4. Prioritized Ranking of Enrollment Factors. . . ... ... . . o 43
Table 5. Outcome Measures Employers Value Most in

Evaluating Employee Learning and Development Programs .. ..., 44
Table 6. Strategic Objectives of Senior Higher Education Administrators. .. ........ . ... ... . ... . .. 45

Table 7. Statewide Numerical Goals for Student Access and Success. . .. ...t 47



Preface

Jobs for the Future—with its partners Eduventures and
FutureWorks—was asked by the U.S. Department of
Labor to synthesize the research literature on the chal-
lenges facing adult learners in higher education today
and emerging strategies for increasing the number of
adults over 24 who earn college credentials and degrees.
This synthesis is meant to provide perspectives on key
issues facing adults as more and more of them see the
need for higher education credentials, not just for short-
term training. The project has two phases: first, this doc-
ument, which is a broad, synthetic overview of the issues;
and second, a more in-depth exploration of particular
high-value topics that will be agreed upon by the part-

ners and department personnel.

Powerful economic, demographic, and market trends are
reshaping the landscape of higher education, particularly
for adults. Moreover, it is wise to ask how these trends
might affect its key constituencies: employers who
depend on increasingly highly skilled employees for their
competitive success and growth; job seekers who need
more than high school credentials to succeed in the econ-
omy; and workers who may have to, or want to, transi-

tion to new careers.

If there is one overarching “takeaway” from this survey, it
is that traditional higher education programs and poli-
cies—created in an era when the 18- to 22-year-old,
dependent, full-time student coming right out of high
school was seen as the core market for higher educa-
tion—are not well-designed for the needs of adult learn-
ers, most of whom are “employees who study” rather

than “students who work.”

This first paper looks at the nature of the obstacles that
adult learners face in trying to earn credentials with labor
market value, the promise of innovative practices that
target adult learners, and changes in institutional and
governmental policies that might help more adults earn
higher education credentials. The paper is divided into

five sections that explore the following:

1) Supply and demand dynamics: The changing nature of
adult access to and success in higher education and the
response of different segments of the higher education

industry;

2) Accessibiliry: Ways in which traditional delivery sys-
tems create barriers for adult learners and how these
barriers might be overcome though innovative pro-

gramming design and delivery;

3) Affordability: Obstacles to adult success in higher edu-
cation that are a function of student financial aid and
institutional funding policies and practices—and
strategies that can make aid and adequate funding

more accessible to adult learners;

4) Accountability: Accountability systems in higher educa-
tion and how they would have to change to make adult
outcomes more visible and better drive improvement

in how well college programs serve adult learners; and

5) Recommendations: A plan for addressing adult learners’
needs in higher education, addressing each of the
major topics in this report: accessibility, affordability,

and accountability.

Each section begins with a brief set of talking points
summarizing the main findings and their implications.
The research and policy literature is reviewed. Promising
innovations are mapped. Their implications for improv-

ing college access and success for adult learners are high-

lighted.

During the second phase, Jobs for the Future and its
partners will undertake additional research on knowledge
gaps that were identified in the process of preparing this
overview. Possible topics for phase II analysis include
assessments of: higher education capacity to serve signifi-
cantly greater numbers of adult learners and the factors
that will shape capacity and the supply/demand balance
in the coming years; faculty quality and preparation in
programs and fields where adult learners are concentrated
in higher education; and the implications of changing
patterns of college-going for employer engagement in the
design of curricula, provision of work-based learning
experiences, financing of adult college-going, and
involvement in the design of and reliance upon improved

accountability measures.



Section I.

Adult Learners in Higher Education:

Trends in Demographics, Institutional Growth, and Gaps in Service

Talking Points

This paper examines barriers to higher education success
facing non-traditional, adult learners and identifies
promising strategies for overcoming these obstacles.

* Adult learners over age 24 currently comprise about
44 percent of U.S. postsecondary students, but
many millions more need postsecondary credentials

to succeed economically.

* The practices and policies of the higher education
system continue to favor traditional, financially
dependent, 18- to 21-year-old high school graduates

who enroll full time.

The transformation of the world economy increasingly
demands a more highly educated workforce with postsec-
ondary skills and credentials.

* Today’s adults need higher levels of academic and
technical knowledge to remain employable in an
information and service economy characterized by

frequent job and career change.

* Adults with postsecondary credentials earn signifi-
cantly more than those with just a high school edu-
cation—and the gap has widened.

* Job categories with the fastest expected growth in
the next decade require postsecondary education;
those with the greatest expected decline require only
on-the-job training.

The United States runs the risk of being hobbled econom-
ically by an adult population that is insufficiently quali-
fied to meet the demands of the modern workplace.

* Over 60 percent of the U.S. population between the
ages of 25 and 64 had no postsecondary education
credential in 2004.

* Demographic shifts are expected to worsen the gap
between qualifications and job demands, creating a
shortage of 9 million qualified workers by 2014.

Adult Learners in Higher Education

e Higher education must look more closely at how to
raise the skill levels of the current workforce; the
economy cannot depend solely on future graduating

high school students.

The adult learner market is large and has great potential
to grow.

* Growing numbers of adults are participating in
postsecondary and work-related courses; as many as
37 million more adults are interested but unable to
participate.

* Projections assume a slower growth rate for 2005-10
for students over age 25 in college credential pro-
grams than for traditional 18- to 21-year-olds,
despite the predicted gap in the labor market.

Adult learners face significant challenges in seeking post-
secondary credentials and degrees.

* The vast majority of adult learners are financially
independent, work part time or full time, have
dependents, and must juggle many responsibilities
with school.

* Adults have lower postsecondary persistence and
completion rates than traditional students.

¢ Understanding the unique needs of adult learners is
critical to designing higher education systems and
policies that support this population and promote

their success.

Some types of higher education providers are more
responsive than traditional institutions to adult learner

needs and interests.

e Institutions that offer shorter programs and voca-
tional and technical degrees and certificates are most
popular with adult learners.

* Community colleges and for-profit institutions have
been particularly aggressive in creating programs
and policies to address the needs of adult learners.



* The flexibility and convenience of online education
makes it particularly attractive to adult learners and
a fast-growing segment of the postsecondary market.

The U.S. higher education system can—and must—do a
much better job of improving adult learner access and
success.

* The remaining sections of this paper examine the
areas of accessibility, affordability, and accountability
for opportunities to better align the higher education
system with the needs of adult learners and the
employers who hire them.

Introduction

No longer is the financially dependent, 18-year-old high
school graduate who enrolls full time the “typical college
student.” More than half of today’s postsecondary stu-
dents are financially independent; more than half attend
school part time; almost 40 percent work full time; 27
percent have children themselves (NCES 2002). More
and more adults are looking for ways to upgrade and
expand their skills in an effort to improve or protect their
economic position. Many are ending up in credential or

degree-granting programs in colleges and universities.

However, today’s higher education institutions—two-
and four-year, public and private—are failing to serve
adult learners well. For too many adults who want to
earn postsecondary credentials, the traditional structure
and organization of higher education pose significant
barriers to access and, particularly, to persistence and suc-

Ccess.

This paper examines the obstacles facing non-traditional,
adult learners—and points to emerging strategies for
overcoming the barriers that keep too many adults on the
sidelines of college learning. This paper argues that tradi-
tional higher education institutions can do a much better
job of serving adults. Huge numbers of adults—over
seven million individuals over 25 years of age—are
enrolling in both two- and four-year institutions.
However, the mismatch between adult learners’ needs
and the organizational, funding, and accountability sys-
tems in higher education must be addressed—in practice
and in policy—if adult learners are to routinely find

higher education institutions responsive and effective.

As the convening of the Secretary of Education’s
Commission on the Future of Higher Education demon-

strates, there is growing national concern about the effec-

tiveness and responsiveness of higher education. High
and rising college costs, weak and uneven student out-
comes, limited institutional accountability for results—
these are all receiving significant new attention at the
national, state, and institutional levels. Too often, those
who debate these challenges and their solutions give
short shrift to the needs and the potential market of
adult learners, falling back into an outdated conception
of higher education as dominated by younger, full-time
learners. The costs of this approach—both to adults who
want to upgrade their skills and to our economy that des-
perately needs more and better-skilled adult workers—
are tremendous. The purpose of this paper is to look at
higher education from the perspective of the more than
seven million adults enrolled in college degree and cre-
dential programs and the many millions more who need,
and are trying to secure, skills and credentials that can
help them succeed economically and make a more posi-

tive contribution to society.

Changing Workplaces Put More
Emphasis on Education

The transformation of the world economy over the past
several decades has put a premium on an educated work-
force. The industrial economy of the early 20th century
that created remunerative work for unskilled labor has
given way to an information and service economy that
demands higher levels of academic and technical knowl-
edge, as well as other skills such as good communication

and problem-solving abilities.

A more fluid and volatile global economy is characterized
by more frequent job and career change, which is an
important factor in the growing demand for continual
learning and skill enhancement.! During the late 1990s,
about one of every five large U.S. employers downsized
its workforce. In addition, more than a third reported
simultaneously creating jobs in one division while shed-
ding jobs in another (National Governors Association
2002). To remain employable in such an environment,
workers continually need to learn new skills and adapt

rapidly to new job roles.

Adult Learners in Higher Education



The Economy Rewards Skills
and Credentials

The ability to access education and training is critical to
current and future generations of adult workers seeking
higher wages and a better quality of life. Unlike previous
generations for whom a high school or General
Education Degree (GED) diploma provided a ticket to a
living-wagge job, the bar has been raised for today’s adults.
Postsecondary degrees and certificates have become criti-
cal even for workers in the lower and middle tiers of the

labor market.

A recent analysis of Census data on labor market partici-
pation in Louisiana (prior to Hurricane Katrina), con-
ducted by the National Center for Higher Education
Management Systems, found a significant disparity in
labor market participation by educational attainment.
Only 37 percent of those with less than a high school
diploma were competing in the labor market, compared
to 60 percent of those with a high school diploma and 80
percent of individuals with an Associate’s degree or high-
er (U.S. Census Bureau 2002).

The earnings premium for postsecondary credentials is
also significant. In 2003, the median earnings of an
American worker with only a high school diploma was
$30,800, 38 percent less than the $48,800 median for
those with a Bachelor’s degree. (See Figure 1.) The signifi-
cant positive return to increasing one’s education is evident
at all levels of educational attainment. It has only grown

over time. Whereas in 1975, a worker with a Bachelor’s

degree could expect to make 1.5 times the salary of a
worker with only a high school diploma, this ratio had
increased to 1.8 by 1999 (Day and Newburger 2002).

The value of a postsecondary credential for future
employment and earnings is expected to rise. For exam-
ple, the three job categories projected by the Bureau of
Labor Statistics to be among the 10 fastest-growing
through 2014 (as measured by total number of new and
vacant positions) and pay a median annual salary over
$29,000 (approximately the federal lower living standard
income level for a family of four) all require postsec-
ondary credentials (Hecker 2005). Similarly, 15 of the 20
occupations predicted to grow the fastest (in terms of per-
centage growth in new and vacant positions) require some
form of postsecondary education, while nine require a
Bachelor’s degree or better. All 20 jobs expected to suffer
the greatest decline in openings by 2014 require only on-
the-job training (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2005).

Demographic Trends Will Worsen the
Gap Between Labor Market Needs and
Educational Attainment

At the same time that postsecondary credentials are
becoming more critical for economic and labor market
success, demographic changes are working against any
automatic rise in postsecondary attainment for the adult
population as a whole. As the predominantly white and
comparatively well-educated baby boom generation
moves toward retirement, there will be fewer young peo-

ple moving into the labor force to take their place. In

Figure 1. Median Earning by Level of Education, 2003
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addition, because younger age cohorts in this country are
more racially and ethnically diverse and have greater rep-
resentation from groups that have historically not been
well-served in either K-12 or postsecondary education,
educational attainment rates are likely to drop, at just the

time when the economy needs them to rise.

By 2020, the proportion of whites in the workforce
between the ages of 25 and 64 is expected to have
dropped 19 percentage points to 63 percent, down from
its 1980 level of 82 percent. During the same period, the
percentage of Hispanic residents aged 25-64 will nearly
triple from 6 percent to 17 percent, and the proportion
of African Americans in the U.S. population will grow by
almost a third (National Center for Public Policy and
Higher Education 2005). (See Figure 2.) In Texas, a state
with very fast-growing Hispanic population, the state
demographer projects that the state will have more
Hispanic than Anglo residents by the year 2020
(Murdock 2004).

This demographic shift will have a direct impact on the
educational attainment of the U.S. workforce—unless
higher education institutions break with their historic
patterns of access and completion. According to 2000
Census data, whites are twice as likely as African
Americans and three times as likely as Hispanics/Latinos
to earn a Bachelor’s degree. The racial gap in educational
attainment has actually grown since 1980. Between 1980
and 2000, the percentage of working-age
Hispanics/Latinos with Bachelor’s degrees rose three per-

centage points to 11 percent and that of African

Americans rose 6 percentage points to 15 percent.
During the same period, the Bachelor’s degree attain-
ment rate for whites jumped a full 10 percentage points
(National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education
2005). If these current patterns continue, the result will
be a significant erosion in the average education level of
the U.S. workforce. The percentage of the workforce
with less than a high school diploma may grow by nearly
15 percent over the next 20 years, accompanied by
decreases in the fraction of the population that will have

earned higher-level credentials and degrees (Kelly 2005).

The implications for the nation’s economy are troubling.
Assuming no change in the racial/ethnic educational
attainment gap over time, the National Center for Public
Policy and Higher Education (2005) projects a loss of
$395 in annual personal income per capita between
2000 and 2020—a decrease of 2 percent compared to a
41 percent increase between 1980 and 2000. This
expected decrease would carry broad implications, given
its impact on individual purchasing power, tax revenues,
and the demand for public services. In Texas, where more
than half of all Hispanic adults over 25 years of age have
less than a high school diploma, the state demographer
projects a drop in baccalaureate attainment from 18 to
13 percent of the adult population by 2040, contributing
to a projected decline in average household income of
between 10 and 15 percent—unless educational attain-

ment rises significantly (Murdock 2004).

The U.S. runs the very real risk of being hobbled eco-
nomically by an adult population that is insufficiently

Figure 2. U.S. Population by Race/Ethnicity, 1980 to 2020 Projected
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qualified to meet the demands of the modern workplace.
Estimates suggest that by 2014 the U.S. labor force will
experience a shortage of 9 million college-educated work-
ers: excess openings will exist for 3 million Associate’s
degree holders, 4 million Bachelor’s degree holders, and 2
million advanced degree holders (Employment Policy
Foundation 2004).

The inescapable reality is that the combination of rising
skill requirements and changing demographics makes it
essential that the nation look to better meeting the needs
of its adult workers for skills and credentials—now. The
solution does not lie solely with educating the next gen-
eration: the state of Washington has estimated that the
number of adults with either a high school diploma or
less or a need for ESL instruction is equal to the number
of high school graduates projected for the next ten years
from the state’s secondary schools. The U.S. must find a
way to raise the skill levels of the current workforce so
that adults with limited abilities will be able to succeed in
jobs requiring higher levels of literacy, technological

know-how, and problem-solving capabilities.

Adult Learners Are a Huge Market for
Higher Education—And They Are
Demanding Skills and Credentials

According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2004),
over 60 percent of the U.S. population between the ages
of 25 and 64 in 2004 had no postsecondary education
credential. (See Figure 3.) That is about 65 million people

over 25 years of age (Bosworth and Choitz 2002).

Growing numbers of working adults have responded to
clear economic signals that they will need more educa-
tion and training to do well in today’s economy. The
National Household Education Survey has found consis-
tent increases over the past few decades in the number of
adults participating in some form of postsecondary edu-
cation or training and taking work-related courses. The
number of adults engaging in any form of adult educa-
tion increased from 58 million in 1991 to 90 million in
1999, a remarkable rise in a decade’s time (Bosworth and
Choitz 2002). In 2003, 33 percent of the population
over 25 reported participating in work-related courses
(defined by the Department of Education as courses on
narrow topics, delivered in concentrated courses, usually
in non-accredited postsecondary institutions)—up from

24 percent in 1999. (See Figure 4.)

Many more adults would like to participate in work-
related courses than currently do. An analysis by
FutureWorks of the 1995 National Household
Education Survey indicated that there may be as many as
37 million adults who are interested in work-related
adult education but unable to participate; 27 percent of
working adults in the survey had not participated in
work-related education in the prior 12 months
(Bosworth and Choitz 2002).

Adult enrollments in college credential programs have
also risen, though more slowly. The percentage of the

population over age 25 enrolled in colleges and universi-

Figure 3. Educational Attainment of Adults over 25 Years of Age
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Figure 4. Percent of Population Over 25 Participating in Work-related Education
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ties and seeking a degree or certificate grew from about
12 percent in 1970 to about 18 percent in 2002, an
increase of 50 percent (NCES 2004). In recent decades,
enrollment of adults over age 24 in college credential
programs has grown far faster than that of younger stu-
dents. In 1999-2000, 7.1 million individuals age 24 or
older comprised 43 percent of all undergraduate enroll-
ment, up from 28 percent in 1970 (Berker, Horn, and
Carroll 2003).

This trend appears to be shifting. The U.S. Department
of Education’s projections of annual growth in postsec-
ondary students of different age ranges for the next five
years assume a slowing of the growth rate for students
over 25 years of age. (See Table 1.) While the rate of
growth from 2000-2005 was higher for adult students 25
years and older than for the traditional 18-21 year olds,
the predicted rates through 2010 are lower and insignifi-

cant relative to the need.

Table 1. Compound Annual Growth Rate of
Higher Education Enroliments by Age, 2000-2010

Compound Annual  Projected Compound
Growth Rate Annual Growth Rate
Age Group (2000-2005) (2005-2010)
18 and 19 years old 1.0% 1.9%
20 and 21 years old 2.6% 2.2%
22 to 24 years old 3.7% 1.5%
25 years old and greater 2.8% 1.3%

Source: NCES, 2004

Adult Learners Have Different Needs
and Face Different Barriers than
Traditional Students

Adult learners face significantly different challenges to
completing an education program than students who
enroll in college immediately after high school, depend
on their parents financially, and work part time or less
while in school. A 1998 study by Mathematica Policy
Research found four consistent and powerful barriers to

further education for working adults (Silva et al. 1998):
* The lack of time to pursue education;

* Family responsibilities;

* The scheduling of course time and place; and

* The cost of educational courses.

These obstacles pose challenges to both access to college
credential programs and to persistence and success, par-

ticularly for students who work full time and attend col-

lege part time.

In a 2002 report, Nontraditional Undergraduates, the
National Center for Education Statistics defined non-tra-
ditional students as students with any of seven character-

istic risk factors:

¢ Delayed enrollment in postsecondary education

beyond the first year after high school graduation;
* Part-time attendance;
* Financial independence from parents;

e Full-time work;

Adult Learners in Higher Education



* Having dependents (other than a spouse);
* Being a single parent; and

* No high school diploma (or GED).

Students who fit only one of these characteristics were
labeled “minimally non-traditional,” those who fit two or
three were “moderately non-traditional,” and those with

four or more were “highly non-traditional.”

In the academic year 1999-2000, only 27.4 percent of

undergraduates met none of these risk factors and could

Figure 5. Distribution of Students by
Traditional/Non-traditional Status, 1999-2000
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be categorized as traditional students. Just about the
same percentage, 27.7 percent, were found to be highly
non-traditional. Slightly more—28 percent—were iden-
tified as moderately non-traditional and 16.6 met the cri-
teria for minimally non-traditional (Choy 2002). (See
Figure 5.)

Over half of non-traditional students in 2000 were finan-
cially independent. Just under half attended college part
time, and 46 percent had not enrolled in college directly
after high school. Part-time enrollment was significantly
more common for students who reported working full
time, with 73 percent doing so. Figure 6 summarizes the
percentage of all students who reported each of the non-
traditional characteristics (Choy 2002).

Although not all non-traditional students are adults
(many 18-21 year olds meet at least one of the seven cri-
teria), all adult college students are by definition non-tra-
ditional. Financially independent, working full time,
with dependents and family responsibilities to juggle,
and back in school after an extended time out—adult
learners are at great risk of not achieving their postsec-
ondary education goals. Over 40 percent of highly and
moderately non-traditional students indicated in a survey
that work had a negative effect on their grades. More
than half also reported that working harmed their ability
to schedule classes and register for the number of classes

they desired (Choy 2002).

Figure 6. Percent of Undergraduates with Non-traditional Characteristics, 1999-2000

Percent of Enrolled Students
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Source: Choy 2002
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A recent study took a close look at adult undergraduates
who both work and attend college—about 82 percent of
the population of adults age 24 and older enrolled in
postsecondary education (Berker, Horn, and Carroll
2003). This study contrasted the characteristics and col-
lege experiences of two groups: students who work, i.e.,
individuals who saw themselves as students first, working
to help pay expenses; and employees who study, individu-
als who see themselves as workers first, taking college
programs to help them improve their job prospects or for
other reasons. In 1999-2000, a significant majority—
about two out of three working college students—saw
themselves as employees first and students second.
Among both groups, getting a degree or credential was
their primary goal. Among employees who study, about a
third had enrolled because their job required them to

seek additional education.

“Employees who study” tend to be older, work more,
attend school less, and have family responsibilities, com-
pared to their peers whose primary activity was being a
student. They tend, therefore, to be more likely to have
multiple risk factors associated with moderately and
highly non-traditional students. According to this
research, 68 percent of working adults who identified
themselves as employees who study in 1999-2000 were at
substantial risk of not completing their postsecondary
program, by virtue of their being both employed full
time and studying only part time (compared to only 18

percent of students who work).

Indeed, adults who are working full time and studying
part time have trouble completing their programs. Six
years after beginning postsecondary studies, 62 percent
of these adult learners had not completed a degree or cer-
tificate and were no longer enrolled, compared to 39 per-
cent of students who work. Employees who study were at
particular risk of leaving postsecondary education in
their first year with no credential, compared to only 7

percent of students who work (Berker et al. 2003).2

These findings are consistent with those of the NCES
study of non-traditional students, which found that non-
traditional students are considerably less likely to com-
plete their program. Three years after enrolling in a com-
munity college, nearly half of non-traditional students
had left school without a degree, compared to only one-
fifth of traditional students. Similarly, a six-year study of

students enrolled at four-year colleges and universities

found non-traditional students with at least two risk fac-
tors completed at a rate of less than 15 percent, com-

pared to 57 percent of traditional students (Choy 2002).

Some Types of Institutions Are
More Responsive to Adult Learners
than Others

While adult learners face significant barriers to access and
success, some segments of postsecondary education have
been more responsive to their needs and interests. Not
surprisingly, given the preponderance of adult learners
who are looking for maximum labor market benefit from
shorter courses, institutions that grant vocational and
technical certificates and degrees are attracting the largest
numbers of adult learners, rather than traditional four-
year baccalaureate institutions. A study of Census Bureau
data indicates significant increases in adult attainment of

shorter-term degrees in the past 20 years:

e From 1984 to 1996, the number of adults with voca-
tional certificates more than doubled, from 1.8 percent

of the population to 4.2 percent.

* During the same period, the number of adults with
Associate’s degrees nearly doubled, from 3.4 percent to

6.1 percent.

* The growth in vocational and Associate’s degrees easily
outpaced the increase in baccalaureate attainment,

which grew about 33 percent.

The absolute number of adult learners who are benefit-
ing from this growth in vocational certificates and
Associate’s degrees remains small—particularly compared
to the attrition rates of adult learners from college cre-
dential programs. However, these data point to a clear
trend among adult learners. Given their schedules and
other obligations, adult learners demonstrate a preference
for institutions and programs that are shorter and more
vocational in nature. This is evident in the patterns of
enrollment of traditional and non-traditional undergrad-

uates in higher education presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Percentage Distribution of Undergraduates According to Type of Institution Attended,

1999-2000
Private
not-for-profit, Private

Public, less Public, Public, less than not-for-profit, Private,
Student Status than 2 year 2-year 4-year 4-year 4-year for-profit
Total 0.7 44.9 334 0.8 14.9 5.2
Traditional 0.2 17.3 52.1 1.0 27.3 2.2
Minimally
non-traditional 0.5 393 41.0 0.9 13.5 4.7
Moderately
non-traditional 0.9 55.5 27.2 0.6 8.6 7.1
Highly
non-traditional 1.2 64.2 17.2 0.8 10.1 6.6

Source: NCES: nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2002/analyses/nontraditional/tables/tab03.asp

Figure 7. Postsecondary Undergraduate
Enroliment by Type of Institution, 2002

For Profit/
Proprietary
4%

Community
Colleges
Public and (Public 2-Year)

Private 4-Year 38%
58%

Source: NCES 2004, Table 172
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In broad terms, the U.S. higher education system can be

segmented into three categories. (See Figure 7):
e Traditional Public and Private Four-Year Institutions;
e Community Colleges (public two-year); and

e For-Profit/Proprietary.

While each of these segments serve the working adult
population, they vary in their approach and focus.
Two—community colleges and for-profit institutions—
have been far more aggressive in trying to meet the par-
ticular needs of adults who want to earn college creden-
tials. That strategy is evident in the number of adults
who have turned to these institutions for their college

credential programs in the past 10 to 20 years.

Traditional Public/Private, Four-Year Institutions
Use Continuing Education to Serve Adult
Learners

Public and private four-year colleges and universities
have persisted over the past decades as the predominant
providers of higher education, serving over 10 million
students in 2002 (NCES 2004). Two-thirds of these stu-
dents enroll in public institutions, which offer state-sub-
sidized tuition substantially lower than that of private

colleges and universities.



Many public and private four-year institutions also offer
courses and degree programs to less traditional popula-
tions through schools of continuing education. While
some schools offer Bachelor’s degree completion options,
many cater to existing professionals interested in gradu-
ate-level degrees and certificates. Although schools of
continuing education serve adult learners, the adults who
have enrolled have not traditionally been drawn from the
at-risk segments of the under-educated. In fact, an
Eduventures (2006) survey at a range of schools of con-
tinuing education across the U.S. found that the average
household income for current students was about
$70,000, and more than 70 percent of survey respon-
dents held a Bachelor’s degree or above. Moreover, these
students are often supported by employer tuition reim-

bursements.

Community Colleges Serve Largest Portion of
Adult Learners

Community colleges enroll more than 6 million students
in credit programs each year (along with another 5 mil-
lion students in non-credit courses) at 1,157 institutions
across the nation. Community colleges are very popular
with adult and other non-traditional students for a num-
ber of reasons: their relative low cost; their mission to
serve less academically prepared and lower-income stu-
dents; their flexibility in scheduling where and when
courses are offered; their occupational and technical skill
focus and close ties to local employers. In 2001, over 2.6
million people aged 25 and over enrolled in public two-
year institutions, comprising 44 percent of total commu-
nity college enrollment. An additional 13 percent of
community college students were aged 22 to 24, mean-
ing that more than half of community college attendees
are older than the traditional college student (NCES
2004). Part-time students outnumber full-time students
by 62 to 38 percent. Black, Hispanic, Asian and Native
American students are all over-represented in community
colleges compared to their enrollment in four-year col-

leges and universities.

The popularity—and responsiveness—of community
colleges to non-traditional and adult students can be seen
in the distribution of different groups of traditional and
non-traditional students in their institutions. (See Figure
8.) The more non-traditional the student, the more likely

that he or she will attend a community college.

For-profit Colleges Serve as a Benchmark for
Institutions Looking to Better Serve Adult
Learners

For-profit institutions have been a fixture in American
higher education for years, but investment by public
companies with access to the capital needed to fund
extensive marketing campaigns has raised the public’s
awareness of these schools in the past decade. This seg-
ment of higher education is small: about 770,000 stu-
dents were served in 2005, according to Eduventures
estimates. It has been growing rapidly, though: for-profit
postsecondary education companies generated $15.4 bil-
lion in revenue in 2004, up 14.3 percent from the prior
year, with about two-thirds of this growth attributed to

increases in enrollment (Eduventures 2004).

This postsecondary segment has been particularly
responsive to the adult learner population. Eduventures
attributes the rapid growth of for-profit institutions (see
Figure 8) to differentiated offerings that allow for acceler-
ated completion with flexible scheduling and to career-
oriented programs tailored to the needs of specific labor
markets (Eduventures 2004). These characteristics are
exactly those that adult learners are secking to complete
their education. Harris Nesbitt estimates that 56 percent
of students attending for-profit institutions are over the
age of 24, compared to only 30 percent of those at pri-
vate and public non-profits, confirming the appeal of for-
profits to the adult learner (Silber and Fisher 2005).

Analysts are predicting that the kind of growth experi-
enced by the for-profit sector in the past decade will
decelerate, as competition increases and other factors
come into play (Harris Nesbitt 2006).> Regardless of the
exact trajectory of this segment of the higher education
market, two generalizations can be drawn. First, the sec-
tor appeals to adult learners, the market that it has
explicitly targeted. For-profit institutions have the poten-
tial to play a critical role in helping adult learners
advance and succeed. Second, although the for-profit
sector is small and will continue to serve particular nar-

row industry and skill niches, the sector wields signifi-
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Figure 8. Compound Annual Growth Rate for Postsecondary Institution Segments, 1992-2002
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Source: U.S Department of Education, NCES, Condition of Education, 2004

cant power relative to its size as a benchmark of respon-
siveness and flexibility in serving adults that institutions
in other, larger sectors (e.g., two- and four-year public
institutions) might emulate. In designing more effective
practices to serve adult learners, the innovative approach-
es of for-profit institutions point the way for other post-

secondary institutions and systems to follow.

On-line Programs Hold Out Particular Promise
for Adult Learners

On-line education is an important innovation in higher
education design and delivery that is changing higher
education products and services in for-profit and not-for-
profit, public and private, institutions. On-line education
has shown significant growth, particularly with adult
learners, and appears to have great potential for helping

more institutions serve adult learners more effectively.

On-line education programs and courses can be found in
all higher education segments. It represents a new, flexi-
ble medium in which the needs of adult learners may be
met. The growth of on-line learning has been dramatic.
Enrollment in courses delivered entirely on line increased
by nearly 250 percent in the three years from 2002 to
2005. Eduventures estimates that 1.2 million unique stu-
dents were enrolled in postsecondary programs delivered
entirely on line in 2005, a 28 percent increase over the
previous year. This number is expected to continue to
increase so that, by early 2008, one of every ten postsec-
ondary students will be participating in on-line distance
learning (Edventures, 2005d).

Adult Learners in Higher Education

The stature of on-line education is increasing with key
stakeholders. A recent survey by Eduventures found that
over 62 percent of employers considered on-line educa-
tion equal to or better than face-to-face instruction
(Eduventures 2005). In a survey of prospective students
aged 18 and older, more than three-fourths of respon-
dents said that they would consider a fully on-line pro-

gram (Eduventures 2005¢).

Older potential students are particularly interested in on-
line provision. Over 80 percent of potential students over
25 years of age reported they would consider an on-line
program, compared to 48 percent of respondents 18 to
25 years old (Eduventures 2005¢). The increased interest
by adults is most likely attributable to the flexibility and
convenience offered by on-line programs. For example,
students do not need to live near a college campus or
commit the time to commuting, parents can complete
coursework while their children are asleep without pay-
ing for childcare, and workers with unpredictable sched-
ules can complete their coursework at a different time

each week.



The Way Forward:
Strategies for Better Addressing the
Needs of the Adult Learner

This section has described the challenge of raising educa-
tional attainment in the U.S. and the critical importance
of addressing the needs and demands of adult learners,
the vast majority of whom work, have family and other
responsibilities, and find it hard to free up time and dol-
lars to attend school intensively. We have shown that a
large proportion of this population wants to raise their
skill and education levels and that they are finding ways
to enter higher education, particularly as part-time or
short-duration students in institutions that are better set
up to serve this population’s particular needs. This sec-
tion has also highlighted the difficulties that adult learn-
ers face in persisting in their programs, completing them,
and achieving their educational goals. The costs of this
attrition and failure—for adults who want education, the
employers who need better skilled workers, and the soci-

ety that bears the costs of this inefficiency—are too high.

In the remaining sections, we take a close look at areas
where changes in the practices and policies that shape
how postsecondary institutions and adult learners inter-
act could have a powerful impact on improving adult

learner access and success. We focus on three areas:

Accessibility: How program structure and delivery in tra-
ditional higher education disadvantages working
adults—and what can be done to make institutional
offerings more adult-learner friendly, more flexible, and

easier to move through quickly.

Affordability: How current patterns of student financial
aid and institutional funding reinforce the disadvantages
that face adult learners, particularly working adults who
attend school part time—and how the biases against

adult learners can be mitigated.

Accountability: How current enthusiasm for greater
accountability in higher education threatens to create
and intensify institutional incentives that favor enroll-
ment of traditional students over adult learners—and
take institutional attention away from reforms that can
address adult student needs more effectively; also, what
an accountability system geared to meeting adult stu-

dents’” needs might look like.

The research presented here begins to set out an agenda
for further research and action to address this critical
challenge from multiple perspectives. Each section begins
with a set of “talking points” that summarize the main
findings from our review of the literature. The examples
and models we highlight in this paper tend to reflect the
experience of community colleges and for-profit institu-
tions. This reflects our own knowledge base and our
research experience; it is also is an acknowledgement of
the importance of these institutions to new directions in

serving adult workers efficiently and effectively.

This paper is a broad review of the literature and avail-
able research. We look forward to working with the
Department to identify mutually agreeable, high-value

topics for further research and analysis.
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Section 2.

Accessibility:

Greater Flexibility and More Accelerated Learning Options

Are Needed for Adult Learners

Talking Points

Adult learners have much different needs than tradition-
al college students and face many challenges as they seek
postsecondary credentials.

* Adult learners are more likely to work full time and
have family responsibilities that compete for their

time, energy, and financial resources.

e Adult learners want to minimize the amount of time
they spend in class while maximizing the economic

payoff of their effort.

The inability of the higher education system to meet these
needs is a significant barrier to access and success for

many adult learners.

* Traditional higher education institutions are organ-
ized in ways better suited to younger, traditional stu-
dents who are more likely to attend full time, work
less, and have greater flexibility in terms of time and

other commitments.

* As a result, adult learners have more trouble staying
in college and earning credentials than do more tra-

ditional students.

Public and private institutions that target adult learners
seeking postsecondary credentials emphasize alternatives
to the inflexibilities built into traditional higher educa-
tion institutions.

Flexible and accelerated program schedules and designs

* Postsecondary institutions are increasingly offering
more flexible schedules, such as weekend-only class-
es, accelerated vacation programs, on-line instruc-
tion, and critical support services during non-tradi-

tional hours.

* Some institutions offer multiple entry, exit, and
reentry points, including more frequent start times

throughout the year.
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* An area with great promise is the shortening and
modularizing of curricula and the offering of inter-

im credentials linked to career advancement.

* Some community colleges are improving develop-
mental education by offering basic skills and English
language instruction in work-related contexts and

occupational certificate programs.
“Adult-friendly” instructional methods

* For-profit institutions and many college occupation-
al programs are emphasizing adult-focused teaching
methods with applied learning models and “practi-
cal” curricula that tap into adult experiences in work

and life.

 New partnerships with employers are helping to
integrate job-related content and teach what stu-

dents need to advance in their careers.
Easier transitions and transfer across institutions

* Many individual institutions are creating systems
that make it easier to move between non-credit and

credit courses and programs.

¢ Articulation agreements between institutions help
students know in advance which courses will receive
credit at their new school; statewide agreements can

help smooth turf battles.

Government and institutional policies created during a
different era in higher education are impeding the
expansion of models designed to meet adult needs.
Program innovations are pushing against powerful tradi-
tions of how higher education does business—and point
the way toward how the sector’s organizational and busi-

ness models must evolve.

e Alternative financial aid programs should be consid-
ered for adult learners, whose preference for flexible
schedules and shorter course offerings often prevent

them from qualifying for traditional aid.



* Innovative adult learning programs that base cre-
dentialing on demonstration of competency rather
than on credit hours challenge traditional funding
systems based on full-time-equivalent enrollments;
more study is needed of the implications of this shift

from institutional to learner convenience.

¢ Credit transfer policy must adapt to balance adult
learners’ need for greater flexibility in credit accu-

mulation with legitimate concerns about academic
quality.

* The expansion of technology use has the potential
to standardize course content while customizing
instructional delivery, freeing up resources for more
effective supports to help students stay in school and
succeed; more study is needed of this promising

new area.

Introduction

Adult learners are more likely than traditional students to
work full time and have family responsibilities that com-
pete for their time, energy, and financial resources.
Where and when classes are available become critically
important criteria for deciding where to enroll. The abili-
ty to access needed classes and skills quickly is another
calculation driving students’ choices of schools and pro-
grams—and their decisions about whether to enroll in

any postsecondary program.

Adult learners—particularly the most economically vul-
nerable and those most in need of additional credentials
to advance in the labor market—use a simple calculus.
They ask: How can I maximize the economic value of
my time in school while minimizing the amount of time
I have to spend in classes? They are looking for flexibility,
convenience, and accelerated progress to skills and cre-
dentials that pay off, as well as better odds for comple-

tion.

Adult learners, many of whom have weak academic
preparation, have much lower persistence and comple-
tion rates than more traditional and younger students.
According to a 2003 General Accounting Office study,
about two-thirds of less-than-half time enrolled adults
who began postsecondary certificate and degree programs
in 1995-1996 did not complete a certificate six years
later and were no longer enrolled in postsecondary edu-
cation. The characteristics that make adult learners “non-

traditional”’—delayed entry into postsecondary educa-

tion; independent financial status; full-time employ-
ment—also make them more vulnerable to getting

derailed and not achieving their educational goals.

Two sets of postsecondary institutions appear to be tak-
ing more aggressive steps to serve adult learners more
effectively: community colleges and the for-profit col-
leges that cater explicitly to adult learners. This is certain-
ly true for the most vulnerable and needy adult learn-
ers—those with lower incomes, poorer academic
preparation, and fewer learning options. According to
the National Center for Education Statistics, two thirds
of “highly non-traditional” adult learners (those with
four or more non-traditional characteristics) are concen-
trated in public, two-year community colleges. In the last
decade, as noted in Section 1, the for-profit proprietary
sector has grown rapidly in enrollments, revenue, and

credentials granted.

If more higher education institutions are to adapt to this
critically important market, they will have to rethink
institutional practices that make it difficult for non-tradi-
tional adult learners to find appropriately flexible learn-
ing programs. Public policy will need to adapt as well, so
that institutions can more easily respond to adult learn-

ers’ needs.

Fortunately, the past decade has been one of significant
innovation and change within segments of higher educa-
tion interested in competing for adult learners, among
two- and four-year, public and private, for- and non-

profit institutions across the country. In this section, we:

* Outline key challenges and barriers facing adult learn-

ers in higher education;

* Describe specific institutional-level innovations and
promising practices that can improve outcomes for

adult learners; and

* Suggest challenges and solutions that require significant
and thoughtful innovation beyond the capacity of indi-
vidual postsecondary institutions, at the level of state
and federal policy, if new practices and delivery frame-

works are to have an impact at significant scale.

Adult Learners in Higher Education
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Challenges and Barriers Faced by
Adult Learners

The challenges facing adult learners trying to upgrade
skills, earn needed credentials, and advance to further
education and/or in the labor market can be grouped

into three categories:

* Program structure and duration that make access and

persistence difficult;

* Pedagogy and supports that do not meet adult learner

needs; and

e Alignment of institutions and of courses and transfer-

ability of credits that slow progress to credentials.

Program Structure and Duration that Make
Access and Persistence Difficult

Two- and four-year colleges, excluding perhaps the most
selective four-year institutions, have long tried to serve
students who work by offering “night school” classes out-
side the traditional nine-to-five business day. This recog-
nition of many students’ need for flexibility enabled
institutions to tap a broader market. In the current envi-
ronment, the need for flexibility has grown well beyond

the scheduling of daytime courses in the evening.

Given their diversity, adult learners require a menu of
flexible options for: when, where, and how courses and
programs are offered; how long it takes to complete a
class or a program; how easily students can move into
and out of classes and programs as their schedules
change; and how they can shorten the time it takes to
learn sufficient basic skills to succeed in occupational or

academic programs.

Inflexible Schedules and Difficult to Access Locations:
Adult learners trying to fit education into schedules
dominated by work and family obligations need to be
able to take courses at night, on weekends, in intensive
blocks of vacation time, and in other varied schedules.
They need access to courses at workplaces, in their neigh-
borhoods, or at convenient satellite campuses, not just in

main campuses that may be many miles away.

Long Course and Program Duration: Adult learners are
particularly challenged by inflexibilities built into many
multiple-year programs and courses of study that lead to
credentials. Two-year programs, for most adult learners,
are that in name only: about 78 percent of first-time, full-
time community college students do not complete a two-

year course of study within even three years (and this data
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do not include the majority of community college stu-
dents who attend part time) (Bailey et al. 2005). Taking
six or seven years to complete is not uncommon. For
adults who want a credential indicating that they have
learned new skills, perhaps skills their employers want
them to demonstrate, shorter-duration programs of study
or programs broken into smaller “chunks,” each with an

intermediate credential, would be quite attractive.

Inflexible Entry, Exit and Reentry: Many part-time adult
learners attend college intermittently, picking up credits
or upgrading particular skills whenever they have the
time. Traditional degree programs are not designed to
stretch-out completion over a longer period of time and
have their often varied courses add up to a certificate or
degree in the end. Open-entry, open-exit policies that
enable adult students to drop out of a course and return
in another term, picking up where they left off, without
having to repeat the entire course, can be critical to an
adult learner’s ability to successfully complete certifica-

tion and degree programs (Cook and King 2005).

Pre-collegiate Education: Where Many Adults Enter—
and Stop: Many working adults enroll in postsecondary
programs that can improve their career and income
potential—only to find that they lack basic skills neces-
sary to take even introductory degree-credited courses. As
a legacy of an often substandard secondary education,
these adult students must first complete one or more
non-credit “developmental” English and math skills
classes. Approximately 40 percent of all community col-
lege students are required to take at least one remedial
course (McCabe 2000). Many adult learners start even
further back on the educational ladder—in adult basic
education courses geared to those with less than eighth-
grade reading, writing, and math skills. Many from
immigrant families start in English as a Second Language

courses and programes.

Although such courses are designed to be a door into
postsecondary education (and there is sufficient evidence
that students who lack college-level reading and math
skills are unlikely to complete occupational or academic
college degrees), they function for many students as the
wall that keeps them from earning college credentials.
Unable yet to take the classes that brought them to col-
lege, time-constrained adults can get frustrated, lose
motivation, and give up. It is not surprising that fewer
than half of all developmental education students com-

plete their programs and move on to for-credit work
(Kazis and Liebowitz 2003).



Pedagogy and Supports that Do Not
Meet Adult Learner Needs

Another set of obstacles to adult learners’ success is the
lack of instruction and support that can engage them and
put and keep them on a path to success. These are
important challenges facing institutions that are geared

more to teaching younger, traditional students.

Teaching Methods: Traditional postsecondary instruc-
tional methods tend toward “chalk and talk” lectures and
textbooks that assume the student to be passive, with lit-
tle experience or expertise to bring to the learning rela-
tionship. The instructor defines what, how, and when
learning takes place. For adult learners, these traditional
teaching methods can not only demean and infantilize
them, but they do not acknowledge the real-life experi-
ences and knowledge that the students bring to class. For
many low-income adult learners, traditional pedagogical
approaches replicate the very techniques that did not
work particularly well for them in high school. Adult
learners benefit from active engagement in defining the
learning program and approach, from methods that tap
their experience base as workers and in other aspects of
life, and from learning that is structured in ways that
align with work settings—in teams, group discussions,
emphasizing skill practice, use of technology, and use of

case method to elicit lessons (Knowles 1970).

Adult-focused Academic and Social Supports: Because

adult learners typically have spent a significant amount of

time away from the classroom, they often require addi-
tional supports to succeed. This is especially true of low-
income, minority, and first-generation college-going
adults, many of whom attended weak high schools that
prepared them inadequately for college success. In fact,
adult learners need as much help as, if not more than,
their younger cohorts. They frequently need non-aca-
demic advice and assistance: for example, finding
dependable child care is one of the biggest challenges
confronting adult learners, particularly at the lower-
income levels.* Adult learners also need a range of aca-
demic supports and services, such as tutoring, financial
aid advising, and personal counseling—available on and
off-campus, during and outside of traditional business
hours, from paid staff and peers. Particularly important
for adults who are trying to navigate their way to a cre-

dential is quality career counseling,.

Poor Alignment of Learning Institutions and
Systems that Limit Adult Worker Choices and
Progress Toward Credentials

On its Web site, the KnowledgeWorks Foundation
reports the plight of a fairly typical adult worker in Ohio:
call him Ken Thomas. Ken is a custodian at a well-
known Ohio manufacturing facility, who decided that he
wanted to be a draftsman to increase his salary. After
earning his drafting certificate at a nearby adult career
center (while working full time), Ken realized that he
made even less money than before. Setting his sights
higher, Ken checked out the engineering technician pro-
gram at his local technical college, but he was told that
none of his credits were transferable, despite the fact that
he had taken many of the same courses through his draft-
ing certificate program. Defeated, Ken returned to being

a custodian.

Like Ken, adult learners want to earn credentials as
quickly as they can. Frequently, though, the dominant
organizational model of higher education—individual
institutions that create and offer their own programs,
with lictle cross-institutional collaboration or sharing of

resources—creates barriers to achieving that goal:

* Within comparable segments of higher education (e.g.,
four-year institutions), transferability of credits earned
from one institution to another is uncertain and can set
students back as they try to get credit for prior experi-

ence and courses.

* Across different levels, this becomes more problematic:
community college courses are frequently rejected for
credit by four-year institutions; technical classes are
rejected when students want to switch into different

programes.

* Credits earned at for-profit institutions are routinely
rejected for credit by traditional private and public

non-profit colleges.

In addition, disconnects between non-credit and credit
programs within two-year institutions, and between
adult education providers and postsecondary institutions

exacerbate the inflexibility that constrains adult students:

* A worker might enroll in a non-credit course at a com-
munity college, then continue on in a credit program,
only to find that he must repeat similar material for

credit.
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* A new immigrant might take an ESL class at a commu-
nity-based organization but then find that the material
taught did not align with the progression at the local

community college.

* A returning veteran might seek credit for skills learned
in the military, but is frustrated by institutional inflexi-
bilities regarding prior learning outside traditional

institutions.

As individuals become more mobile and freer to choose
among geographic regions, labor market sectors, and
educational institutions, students (and policymakers) are
beginning to demand that our educational institutions
and systems become less isolated, more interconnected,
with greater transparency to the learner. Repeating course
work unnecessarily and negotiating institutional bureau-
cratic obstacles can be powerful disincentives for adult
learners. The need for strategies that recognize the out-
comes of learning undertaken in different contexts, and
that ensure that credit is more readily transferable, has

become increasingly important.

How Innovative Postsecondary
Institutions are Responding to Adult
Learner Needs

Adult learners pose some fundamental challenges to the
organizational model of traditional higher education. Yet
the growth in demand for higher education among
adults of many different skill and educational attainment
levels is driving many institutions—in the public and
private, for-profit and non-profit sectors—to seek a larg-

er share of this market.
Lessons from the For-profit Sector

An entire industry has emerged in response: for-profit
proprietary colleges and universities devoted exclusively
to serving the needs of working adults have been rapidly
expanding and flourishing. The sector is small in relation
to all of higher education: 3 to 5 percent of all postsec-
ondary education students enroll in for-profit institu-
tions, while only 10 percent of the entire for-profit
industry possesses the regional accreditation that enables
them to compete with traditional universities. Because of
their limited range of course offerings tightly linked to
students’ skill and career aspirations in a small number of
business and technical fields, direct competition with
community colleges is likely to remain limited (Bailey et

al. 2003). However, these schools are making significant
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inroads—and appear to be having great success—serving

adults within their targeted markets.

Data from the 1990s indicate that for-profit two-year
institutions account for a much higher share of comple-
tion of degrees and certificates than they do of enroll-
ments: their emphasis on credentials and completion
pays off (Berg 2005).> Even with fees higher than public
community colleges, for-profit models are surprisingly
effective with minority, adult, and first-generation stu-
dents. Of the top 100 institutions conferring degrees on
people of color, the top producer of minority B.S.
degrees in engineering-related technologies was ITT
Technical Institutes of California, while the number two
and three institutions conferring B.S. degrees in comput-
er and information services on African Americans were
Strayer College and DeVry University—all for-profit
institutions (Berg 2005).

Moreover, proprietary colleges provide a road map to the
kinds of changes in organizational model that will be

needed across higher education if adult learners are to be
better served. Here are some of the innovations that dis-

tinguish these institutions (Bailey et al. 2003):

* Focused offerings targeted to meet specific career needs

of adult learners.

* Curriculum and course content that are standardized
and developed centrally, making it possible for students
to take courses at different campuses of the same insti-
tution or find the same course taught at different times

at different campuses.

* Use of technology to deliver instruction on line and in

combination with classroom instruction.

* Faculty hiring decisions that are biased toward appli-
cants with industry experience and an appreciation of
applied learning (in addition to an education credential

in their field).
¢ Instructional methods that are hands-on and practical.

* Integration of some general education courses with
occupational content, and delay of general education
courses until after students have started their technical

program.

* Aggressive and integrated marketing strategy that links
admissions, financial aid, assessment, advisement, and

registration.



* Employment focus that emphasizes counseling and

placement and tracking of employment outcomes.

* Flexible scheduling with frequent entry and exit

options.

* Accelerated time to degree as a priority, with shorter

course lengths.

* Data-driven assessment of student learning and pro-

gram value to students.

Like any new and fast-growing industry, the for-profit
college industry is vulnerable to wide variations in quality
and outcomes, as well as to fraud and exploitation of stu-
dents (Dillon 2005). There is a need for policies that can
mitigate the excesses without constraining the very real
strengths of this sector (Sperling and Tucker 1997). But
the power of their redesign of education is significant. As
one University of Phoenix administrator notes, “We're
really fulfilling a need for what has been an almost forgot-

ten segment of the population: adults” (Berg 2005).
Responses from Traditional Institutions

Like the for-profit sector, two- and four-year colleges are
also responding to the new demand for more flexible and
accelerated models of adult learning. Nearly 60 percent
of colleges and universities articulate some type of com-
mitment to serving adult students in their mission state-
ments or strategic plans (Cook and King 2005).
“Traditional” colleges and universities with a majority
18- to 22-year-old population offer special programs tar-
geted toward adult learners, such as support services,
night and weekend classes, and distance education.
Community colleges—for which the adult market is a
critically important part of their mission and business
strategy—are making particularly aggressive efforts to
incorporate some of the approaches evident in the for-
profit world into their more comprehensive and complex

institutional culture.

In the following pages, we present some novel and prom-
ising solutions to the dominant inflexibilities built into
more traditional higher education institutions. We look

at innovations in:

* Availability and duration of courses and programs;
* Instructional strategies for adults;

* Use of technology for on-line learning; and

e Alignment of institutions and systems.

While the innovations we highlight are certainly not
restricted to community colleges, they are more com-
monly found in these institutions. For this reason (as
well as the nature of our own expertise), we have used
community college examples to illustrate the following

approaches.©

More flexible structure and duration of courses
and programs

To address adult learners’ needs for flexible delivery of
learning, innovative postsecondary institutions are fol-
lowing a path similar to that of for-profit schools, when
feasible: more varied and flexible schedules; easier and
more individualized entry and exit options; and restruc-
turing of two-year degree programs into shorter, creden-

tial-granting modules that roll up into the full degree.
Flexible Scheduling Options

Nearly 70 percent of all higher education institutions
now have course offerings that allow students to com-
plete a degree by taking classes exclusively on nights and
weekends. However, this meets just part of the need for
scheduling flexibility. Many adults do shift work at night
or have better child care options during the day, and find
traditional daytime classes a better fit. In response to
these challenges, postsecondary institutions are increas-

ingly offering adults:

* Classes that meet one night a week instead of two or

three;
* Classes that meet on weekends only;

¢ Accelerated program options that enable adult learners

to squeeze learning into available chunks of time;

* Courses and curriculum formats that are fully or par-

tially self-paced;

* Distance learning and on-line options that do not
require a physical presence of all students in the same

place.

Institutions are also beginning to offer critical support
services such as career counseling, library services, and
administrative functions at non-traditional times. Many
schools provide such services on line, along with some

forms of instruction and tutoring on a 24-hour basis.
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Sinclair Community College in Dayton, Ohio, which has
a large population of shift workers, has focused on flexibility
in scheduling. In some programs, courses are offered at times
convenient to all three work shifis, including midnight to
7:00 a.m. Sinclair also offers flexible times for students ro
access educational support. Faculty are required ro hold
office hours that are convenient to all shifts, some as late as
3:00 a.m.

Flexible Entry, Exit and Reentry

Some postsecondary institutions have come up with
strategies to offer adult learners a menu of more flexible
ways to enter and exit individual courses, programs and
institutions. For example, a degree program can offer
clearly defined, but varied, starting points for students
who need English-language or basic reading, writing, and
math skills, or for students who are ready for college-level
work but lack experience in the occupational or technical
field they are entering. For adult students with more
experience and skills than a traditional undergraduate,
some colleges grant credit for previous knowledge,
enabling them to enter programs at a more advanced
point in the curriculum. The Council on Adult and
Experiential Learning has been a pioneer for decades in
the use of models for assessing prior learning and granti-
ng college credit for experience (CAEL 2005).

For students who return to school to acquire a skill set
for employment purposes, some institutions create non-
traditional exit points other than established degree or
certificate programs. In these programs, students are
given interim certificates that indicate completion of a
particular cluster of classes. This certification allows stu-
dents to get the skills they need without having to take
courses that are less immediately relevant. It provides
“stepping stones” that are recognizable to employers and

other educational institutions.

In acknowledgement of the dynamic career and family

lives of adult learners, some institutions are beginning to
provide flexible entry and exit points for an entire course
of study, allowing students who drop out to return to the

same course in another semester and pick up where they

left off.

City College of San Francisco, a public rwo-year institu-
tion with nine campuses, has long been the citys designated
provider of adult and vocational education. One out of three
students begins in non-credit, developmental courses, and
more than 22,000 students speak English as their second
language. CCSF established an “open entry, open exit” poli-
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¢y whereby students can drop out of a course and return in
another term, picking up where they left off, without having
to repeat the entire course.

Modularized curricula and certification

An important innovation with promise for adult learners
involves enabling students in credential programs to earn
certificates or degrees in more manageable “chunks” of
time. This may involve either less total time in classes or
shorter, sequenced modules that yield interim credentials
recognized by employers and linked to career advance-
ment. Such models make it easier for adult learners to
maximize credits and credentials during the times they

can afford to be in school.

Modularization frequently involves breaking existing cre-
dential programs into segments that combine existing
courses in new ways. In an effort to address adult motiva-
tion, modules typically put the technical skill classes
upfront, move general education requirements into later
modules, and emphasize career development early so that
students understand possible and ultimate pathways.
Well-constructed efforts to shorten and modularize offer-
ings are attentive to the skills employers value, provide
interim credentials employers value, and roll up into
longer-term credentials that allow for further education
and economic advancement. They also tend to empha-

size assessment of skills through competency attainment.

In some fields, such as information technology, well-
defined career ladders exist, linked to industry-recog-
nized certificates. In others, it is necessary to secure
agreements with local employers and industry associa-
tions so that they will recognize completion of a particu-
lar sequence of courses in a long-term credential program

as a milestone for career advancement.

Portland (OR) Community College is a leader in efforts
to modularize the curricula and credentialing pathways for
occupational programs. PCC first redesigned its Machine
Manufacturing Technology Associate’s degree and certificate
programs into an articulated sequence of open entry-open
exit modules. Courses are organized around skill sets identi-
fied and validated by employers. Completion of modules is
through demonstration of mastery of performance outcomes
linked to industry standards—and recognized by interim
certificates. Modules are designed to roll together into a
longer-term credential. This model, which includes career
planning early in the sequence and general education courses
nearer the end, is also used in accounting and facilities man-

agement.



Redesign of Pre-collegiate Education

Modularization and structural strategies for accelerated
progress are also important in the organization and deliv-
ery of developmental education, required of students
who are not yet ready for college-level academic success.
Restructuring developmental education into shorter and
more integrated pathways to credit programs is critically
important if adult learners are to persist to completion.
Key elements of some promising new strategies in use

among some community colleges include:

* Integrating developmental skills instruction into occu-
pational certificate programs, rather than requiring
completion of developmental education before entering

the skills program;

e Teaching developmental skills within a work-related
context, tied to a course of study that leads to higher-

wage employment in high demand sectors;

* Partnering with the non-college adult basic education
system to create a bridge from their programs into col-

lege credential programs;

* Offering basic skill instruction to entry-level workers at
worksites through distance learning and on-line tech-

nology; and

* Accelerating progress through developmental education
courses by increasing use of self-paced learning, tied to
skill assessments that pinpoint weaknesses and target
instruction to them, so students need only a few weeks’

refresher.

Commaunity College of Denver has revamped its develop-
mental education courses to emphasize accelerated mastery
of basic skills. An intensive GED lab for welfare recipients
makes it possible for students with seventh-grade skills to
earn a high school equivalency credential in four months
rather than well over a year. Individualized learning targets
what a student needs ro learn ro pass each of the five GED
test sections, with a concurrent focus on test-taking and crit-
ical skills. The colleges CNA (Certified Nursing Assistant) to
LPN (Licensed Practical Nurse) program enables working
adults at the lowest developmental math level to gain the
skills they need to enter the LPN degree program in 24
weeks, compared to the 45 weeks of a traditional develop-
mental education sequence (Goldberger 2006).

More Adult-appropriate Pedagogy
Adult-Focused Teaching Methods

The Council on Adult and Experiential Learning (2005)
has developed a set of principles of effectiveness for serv-
ing adult learners in higher education. CAEL emphasizes
the need for multiple methods of instruction—including
experiential and problem-based methods—for adult
learners in order to connect curricular concepts to useful
knowledge and skills. Of particular power are methods
that recognize learners’ individual differences and that
model the kind of learning that is expected at work
(CAEL and ACE 1993). In many proprietary programs,
students are typically organized into learning teams,
enabling them to incorporate work experience into their
classes. Learning objectives are clear and there are many
opportunities for assessment of both student learning

and teaching quality.

According to the administrator at one for-profit technical

college:

[Our] approach is different because of how we teach.
[We] provide an education for students who are not
that theoretically oriented to mathematics but who
want to pursue a career in technology. Due to these stu-
dents’ particular orientation, they do best in a hands-on
environment. . . . We do have theory here, but we try ro
make the theory easier to understand through the use of
lots of experiments [labs]. .. Students look through our
curriculum and they see lots of labs and they say, “Ob, 1
can learn from labs” (Bailey et al. 2003).

In keeping with this more practical orientation, for-profit
colleges and many innovative occupational programs in
two- and four-year colleges rely on instructors who are
also practitioners and have experience in their field. In
for-profit institutions, while introductory general educa-
tion courses are usually taught as stand-alone courses,
second-level “gen ed courses” and some electives—such
as Motivation and Leadership; Professional, Business, or
Technical Writing; Technology and Ethics—are frequent-
ly integrated with career classes (Bailey et al. 2003).

Contextualized Learning that Takes Advantage of
Work Setting and Needs

The adult education field stresses the importance of con-
textualized learning, which sets course instruction within
meaningful academic, real life, and occupational con-
texts. This approach enables learners to see more clearly

the relevance of their education by tying learning to tan-
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gible, more immediate, results in terms of job perform-

ance and opportunity.

To do this well, postsecondary institutions work closely
with employers who are looking for workers with partic-
ular skills or want to upgrade the skills of their existing
workers. Postsecondary institutions are beginning to
form strategic partnerships with individual employers
and employer associations so they can design curricula,
projects, lessons, and assessments that maximize the
institution’s ability to integrate job-related content into
instruction, build on learners’ job-related knowledge and
motivations, and organize instruction to help students
learn what they need to move forward in their future

careers.

Partnerships between colleges and employers are
strengthening the ties between adult education and labor

market outcomes by:

* Enabling postsecondary institutions to keep abreast of
and adapt to changing employer and industry

demands;

* Recruiting non-traditional practitioner instructors with
experience and contacts in the field of study, broaden-

ing their role beyond teacher to include career mentor;

¢ Offering adult student internships and externships to

ground their learning in the context of work;

* Delivering instruction at workplaces when employers

request it;

* Revising curriculum and program content to promote
contextualization of developmental education, particu-

larly in occupational and skills programs; and

* Making it easier for working adults to fit college cre-

dential coursework into their busy schedules.

Genesis Health Care Systems, the largest extended care
provider in Massachusetts, and WorkSource, Inc., a labor
market intermediary, are partnering with a consortium of
community colleges to operate a career advancement pro-
gram designed to help entry-level workers in CNA, house-
keeping, and dietary positions move on tracks toward better-
paying LPN and RN jobs in two parts of the state. This
program is made possible by the state’s Extended Care Career
Ladder Initiative, designed to meet an acute nursing short-
age in the long-term care industry and provide inter-agency
Sfunding for career ladder pathways. The partnership pro-
vides intensive career counseling and case management to
incumbent employees and facilitates access to education and
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training. The “Campus on a Campus,” on site at Genesis’s
Agawam facility, provides a range of education and train-
ing, including an LPN degree program. Employees meet
with career counselors to set career advancement goals and
begin to map an education plan to reach those goals

(Goldberger 2006).

The Power of Technology to Increase Flexible
Access and Accelerate Progress

At the heart of most innovative approaches to increase
postsecondary accessibility for adult learners is the power
of new information and education technologies. The
Internet, email, and videoconferencing create the oppor-
tunity for learning to proceed in virtual rather than phys-
ical space, in asynchronous schedules, within more
media-rich environments, and with connections to work-

places that might otherwise be more limited.

As noted in Section 1, the rise of the Internet has made
on-line distance learning a significant presence in
American postsecondary education. By early 2008, one
of every ten postsecondary students are likely to be par-
ticipating in their education via on-line distance learning

(Eduventures 2005d).

The diffusion of on-line courses and programs is likely to
accelerate: in March 2006, in a budget bill, Congress
passed a provision eliminating the “50 percent rule.”
Instituted in 1992 in the wake of fraud investigations of
on-line institutions, this rule had required colleges to
deliver at least half their courses on a campus to qualify
for federal student aid. A waiver program created in 1998
allowed exemptions for a few dozen colleges with on-line
programs. Enrollments at eight colleges jumped 700 per-
cent in six years (Dillon 2006).

The spread of on-line education—individual courses
combined with traditional classroom courses or wholly
on-line programs—greatly increases the options avail-
able. An extra course might be taken on line to comple-
ment a classroom course, making it easier to gain credits
and advance. An on-line program might make it possible
for a working adult to participate in higher education at

night, on weekends, or from varied locations.

The Center for Academic Transformation has shown that
the redesign of college courses using instructional tech-
nology can also improve quality, reduce cost, and result
in higher completion and persistence rates. A project to
redesign large enrollment courses at both two- and four-
year public institutions found that redesign that used

technology for on-line tutorials, continuous assessment



and feedback, on-demand support, increased interaction
among students, and clear milestones for learning found
a 10 to 20 percent decrease in the drop-failure-withdraw-
al rates and higher course completion rates, compared
with traditionally taught courses at the same institutions.
At the same time, redesign is able to reduce the costs of
delivery of large-enrollment classes and expand access to

new populations (Twigg 2005).
Alignment of Institutions and Systems

A student who is trying to squeeze the maximum
amount of value from a short stint in higher education
can ill afford setbacks, particularly those that end up
costing time and money because one institution does not
recognize learning from courses taken elsewhere. For
adult learners, the disconnects between institutions in a
given education sector—and across sectors—can be the
toughest obstacle to overcome and the most deflating
aspect of trying to advance educationally and economi-
cally. As noted above, these problems are varied: they
exist between non-credit and credit programming within
a single institution; academic and occupational courses,
within an institution or across them; pre-collegiate adult
education and college credit-granting programs; two and
four-year institutions; and between for-profit and more

traditional institutions.

Individual institutions can—and many do—address
some of these obstacles to smooth and speedy student

progress. They can:

Create career pathway models that make it easier to
move from credit to non-credit programs within an
occupational area. Career pathways are efforts to create
clear road maps of how entry-level individuals, usually
adults, can navigate a sequence of pre-college and col-
lege-level technical and other courses that prepare them
for advancement in a particular industry or occupation.
Negotiated through partnerships that include employers,
adult basic education providers, and postsecondary insti-
tutions, career pathways smooth the transitions that
enable adults to accelerate the earning of credentials that
employers seek in fields such as information technology,
allied health, hospitality, and early childhood education
(Fitzgerald 2006).

Align credit and non-credit courses and divisions better.
Many adult learners find their way to college initially in a
non-credit course that they or their employer might want
them to take. This can lead to an interest in moving into

a credit program. Colleges can make this transition easier

in a number of ways, such as better counseling and advis-
ing for non-credit students and clear pathways from non-
credit offerings into credit programs. Some schools offer
the same course in a credit and non-credit format, with
credit students having more assignments and require-
ments, but with non-credit students having the ability to
opt for credit at the end of the course by taking a test on
the course material (Alssid et al. 2002).

Negotiate articulation agreements among institutions
in a region to accept courses in particular programs
Jor credit. These agreements are common in higher edu-
cation, particularly between two- and four-year institu-
tions (and between high schools and colleges), so that
students who transfer will know which courses that they
take will be given what kind of credit from the school
they move into. These agreements can be important tools
in helping students get the most out of courses they have

taken at different institutions (Jobs for the Future 2004).

Ultimately, though, flexibility and accelerated learning
demand action at a level above that of individual institu-
tions and consortia of regional providers and employers.
State policy is a critical arena in this regard. For example,
state policy can help smooth some of the institutional
discontinuities and turf battles that often catch adults in
the middle. Take the case of articulation agreements:
states with more centralized public higher education
systems, such as North Carolina and Florida, have
developed a number of statewide articulation agree-
ments. Florida, by having statewide course numbering
and curricula, makes it easier for students to know
whether their courses will be transferable to other insti-

tutions in the state.

Or consider how states fund non-credit versus credit pro-
grams. In a number of states, including Oregon, credit
and non-credit courses are funded at the same reimburse-
ment rate by the state. This minimizes the tendency to
focus all the attention on traditional courses and encour-
ages more innovation and less of a divide between divi-
sions within higher education institutions. The impact of
equal funding is significant. In Washington State, which
does not fund non-credit courses in the state community
college FTE formula, non-credit courses account for 3
percent of the community college FTE. In neighboring
Oregon, in 1999-2000, 32 percent of the total FTE gen-
erated by Oregon community colleges was non-credit
(Warford 2002).
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Kentucky has tried to minimize the discontinuity
between non-credit and credit courses by helping stu-
dents secure credit for developmental courses taught in
the state’s adult education system. The state has also
turned a significant number of non-credit courses in its
community college and workforce system into credit
offerings by adjusting curriculum and learning expecta-

tions to align with both college and employer standards.

Beyond Institutional Innovation:
Implications for Systems and Policy

The key to serving adult learners is providing them with
opportunities to earn work-related postsecondary creden-
tials with a maximum of flexibility, speed of mastery, and
useful learning. Market forces have led both for-profit
and more traditional learning providers to seek new ways

to serve this vibrant market more effectively.

However, as the adult higher education market evolves,
new models are bumping up against rigidities not just in
institutional practice, but also in the rules, regulatory
frameworks, and other policies that shape institutions

and their behavior.

We are at the beginning of complex debates and battles
over how these rules and policy frameworks—at the state
and federal level, but also in longstanding accountability
mechanisms like accreditation—must change to accom-
modate adult learners and their particular needs (while
sustaining strengths that have developed over time in
serving more traditional students). The outcome of these
debates and policy battles will play a significant role in
determining how well the existing higher education sys-
tems and institutions ultimately will respond to adult

learner needs.

The kinds of flexible delivery systems and innovative
program structures described above raise a number of
very serious challenges to the organization and business

models of traditional higher education that must be

addressed thoughtfully.

More Flexible Program Length and Scheduling:
Can Financial Aid Systems Adjust?

As the next section explains, federal and state student
financial aid is far more easily accessed by traditional and
full-time students than adult learners, who typically

attend school part time. As instructional delivery
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becomes more flexible, competency-based, and cus-
tomized to student needs, the “fit” between financial aid
rules and student course-taking patterns weakens. If
planners and policymakers are not careful, flexible sched-
uling can make it more difficult for students to qualify
for financial aid and to access aid across various smaller
modules or “chunks” of a program, particularly if those
segments do not explicitly constitute a credential pro-
gram when reassembled as a whole package. This mis-
match constrains institutions’ interest in and ability to
experiment with shorter and accelerated programs and
courses. As the next section suggests, alternative aid pro-
grams that are a better fit with adult learning realities

might be needed.

Competency Assessment: Can Proficiencies be
Reconciled with Credit Hours?

Innovative adult learning programs—particularly those
that are responsive to student needs for acceleration and
employer interest in particular technical or work-related
skills—frequently base progress and credentialing on
demonstration of specific competencies. Courses are
designed in shorter-than-semester chunks. Students earn
credentials—whenever they are ready—Dby showing mas-
tery of content or skills on self-paced exams, through
performance assessment and other methods, not for

completing a certain number of credit hours.

These models pose a challenge to the structure, organiza-
tion, and business model that dominates traditional
higher education, which is primarily funded on the basis
of Full Time Equivalent enrollments in courses of specif-
ic length. As learning becomes more centered on adult
students’ needs and experiences, organizational and
finance models built around standardized course dura-
tion may need to change, so they are better aligned with
the notion that adult learning will occur when the adult
learner has the time, not when the institution has pre-
arranged it (Bonk and Kim 2004). The full implications
of the emerging shift from institutional routine and con-
venience to a flexible customer-responsiveness are only

beginning to be understood.

Transfer of Credits: Can Greater Flexibility and
Access be Balanced with Academic Quality
Concerns?

About 60 percent of undergraduates enroll in courses at
more than one institution during their college career,
according to U.S. Department of Education researcher
Clifford Adelman (2004), a proportion that has risen



from 40 percent in 1970.” This growing tendency to
take courses at multiple institutions makes the ability to
transfer credits increasingly important for adult learners.
Larger for-profit institutions like the University of
Phoenix use standardized curricula and course content:
Phoenix can offer the same course across its many cam-
puses without any questions about consistency and com-
parability (Berg 2005b). However, traditional institu-
tions have long protected their right to accept or reject
courses and credits from other institutions, in the name
of academic standards. (They also want to protect rev-
enue, which can be threatened by more fluid transfers of
credits across institutions.) A number of states, such as
Florida, have recently standardized course numbering
and learning content, to make it easier for courses to be
assessed as to the transferability of credits. However, pri-
vate colleges are frequently more resistant; and in states
where public higher education is decentralized, individ-
ual institutions typically retain the power to accept or
reject credits from another institution. The transferability
of credits is particularly difficult for students taking
occupational courses and sequences. Transferability
between for-profit and traditional higher education insti-

tutions is similarly fraught.

The balance between different public purposes needs to
be addressed carefully, but head-on. Those who view
credit transfer primarily as an academic issue see the cur-
rent practice of case-by-case faculty review of course and
program standards as a critical protection of instructional
quality. Those who see transfer primarily as an accessibili-
ty issue focus on the need to promote flexible accumula-
tion of learning and credits to meet the realities of adult

enrollment patterns (Eaton 2005).

The question is: how can transfer policy advance both
goals? How our nation—its states, regional and program
accreditation bodies, and institutions—responds to this
complex challenge will have a great impact on adult
learners’ ability to pursue coherent, yet flexible, learning
paths toward higher education credentials and valuable

skills.

Technological Innovation: Would Adult Learners
Benefit from More Standardized Instruction and
More Customized Support Services?

The rapid expansion of technology use in higher educa-
tion, particularly in for-profit institutions but also in
more traditional institutions, raises huge questions for

the future structure and organization of higher educa-

tion—and for the traditional conceptions of how
instruction and learning are delivered. In a provocative
essay, Dewayne Matthews, senior research director at the
Lumina Foundation for Education, argues that
“[b]ecause of telecommunications and inexpensive com-
puting power, the content of the college curriculum is
rapidly becoming universally available at little or no cost
to the consumer” (Matthews 2005). Content is becom-
ing a commodity and traditional college classroom deliv-
ery is no longer the most efficient delivery method.
Matthews argues that value will increasingly come not
from the creation of content, but from its packaging and
delivery to meet the specific needs of particular groups of

individuals.

If content costs can be reduced, this can free up resources
for customization of delivery methods—to workplaces,
non-traditional venues, or in the home. It can also free
up resources for more effective and powerful supports for
students—academic supports such as counseling, tutor-
ing, mentoring, and advising, as well as social supports
that can help students find services they need to stay in
school. As content becomes more standardized, the
value-added of institutions might be their ability to sup-
port students so they persist, complete, succeed, and

move on to meet their personal goals.

The implications are significant. Greater attention to the
demands of particular niche markets, such as groups of
employers in particular industries or groups of students
with particular basic or technical skill needs, will be criti-
cal to the long-term viability of many higher education
institutions. In that environment, learner outcomes will
become the coin of the realm. As the accountability sec-
tion below argues, the measure of effectiveness will have
to be in the payoff in the labor market and in access to
future further education and credentials. The competi-
tive edge (and perhaps the relative investment of
resources) may shift away from the development of
course content to its packaging in a rich system of deliv-

ery options and support systems.
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Section 3.

Affordability:

New Strategies of Student Aid and Institutional Financing
Are Necessary to Support the Needs of Adult Learners

Talking Points * New (1998) federal tax credits are not much help to
working adults. Less than 20 percent of the credits
(which totaled $6.3 billion in 2003) are going to

working adults.

Federal financial aid policies disadvantage working
adults who struggle to balance the conflicting demands of

work, family, and college enrollment.
* Of the two tax credits, the generous one—the Hope

¢ Federal education loans are available only to students
attending half time or more. Working adults are sel-

dom able to maintain this pace of enrollment for

Scholarship—is only available to families of more
traditional students (half-time or more). The

Lifetime Learning Tax Credit that was intended for

more than one or two semesters. working adults is much less generous and is irrelevant

for millions of working adults whose lack of postsec-

Pell grants are technically available even to less-than-

half-time students, but the eligibility formula does ondary education forces them into low-paying jobs

where tax credits are not useful.
not allow these students (as opposed to students who

are half-time or more) to count living expenses or ) ) S
. . State student aid polices generally follow federal eligibili-
other indirect costs as part of the cost of education. S . .
ty rules, severely limiting aid to less-than-half-time stu-

The practice of determining Pell eligibility based on dents.

the previous year’s income penalizes working adults L. . .
? y P & * A majority of the states provide no grant aid to less-

seeking to return to school following layoffs and than-half-time scudents.

sharp reductions in income.
¢ A few states have more liberal, need-based formulas

Pell grants cannot be used for non-degree or non- .
& & that do not disadvantage students based on enroll-

credit programs that might otherwise be attractive to . .
) ) o ment intensity.
working adults who want to improve specific job-
related skills. * A few states provide grants to students in short-term,
intensive, non-degree programs that would not be

eligible under Pell.

Requirements to demonstrate “satisfactory progress”

toward completion can be a barrier for those working
adults who can take only one or two courses at a * Almost all states have very early aid application dead-
time; the two- semesters-per-year limit can be a lines (March or April preceding the fall semester of
problem for those trying to accelerate their way intended enrollment) that disadvantage adults whose
through programs. work and family obligations discourage long-term

planning.

Even though working adults strongly prefer inten-
sive, short-term programs, Pell grants pay only for Federal workforce development programs—TANF and

programs provided over a traditional 15-week basis WIA—can sometimes pay for postsecondary study, but

with a minimum of 16 credit hours. eligibility requirements and program restrictions pose

sharp limitations.

Pell grants can be used for distance learning pro-

grams only if they lead to a degree; one-year or short- * Some states aggressively utilize TANF resources

er certificate programs otherwise attractive to adults (including state MOE funds) for postsecondary

are not eligible